Serum level and tissue expression of c-erbB-1 and c-erbB-2 proto-oncogene products in patients with squamous cell carcinoma of the head and neck.
The proto-oncogene products erbB-l (EGF-Receptor) and erbB-2 (HER-2/neu), distinct members of the epidermal growth factor receptor family, are frequently overexpressed in squamous cell carcinoma of the head and neck (SCCHN). The accumulation of these transmembrane proteins may lead to significant amounts of the respective extracellular receptor domains (ECD) that are shed from the tumour cell surface and enter blood circulation, thus representing potential serum tumour markers. For erbB-l and erbB-2, we determined the ECD serum levels with enzyme-linked immunosorbent assays and evaluated the protein expression in tumour tissue by immunohistochemistry. The present study included 49 patients (37 untreated, 12 recurrences) and the same number of age- and sex-matched healthy controls. In 24 patients ECD serum levels were determined before and 6 weeks after surgery. Mean ECD serum levels for erbB-1 and erbB-2 were 54.8+/-1.6 and 153.7+/-6.1 fmol/ml in cancer patients, and 54+/-1.5 and 147.9+/-4.5 fmol/ml in healthy controls, respectively. There was no significant difference between untreated and recurrent disease. Serum ECD follow-ups 6 weeks after surgery revealed a significant 12.3% decline of erbB-1 but no change of erbB-2 values. Immunohistochemistry showed strong staining for erbB-1 in 78% and erbB-2 in 47% of the SCCHN specimens. No correlation was detectable between receptor ECD serum levels and receptor tissue expression, tumour stage, and tumour differentiation. Hence, ECD serum levels of erbB-1 and erbB-2 are not considered to be valuable tumour markers in SCCHN.